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Revolution on the BorderA Look at Border Historiography:
A Review Essay
WILLIAM GIBBS

When those retired Texas Rangers, Gus McCrae and Woodrow Call,
ventured from Lonesome Dove across the Rio Grande, there was little .
doubt what they had in mind-to permanently borrow some livestock.
And who did they meet on their return-that cantankerous old Mexican
thief, Pedro Flores, himself coming back from a similar horsethieving
expedition to the north. Larry McMurty taps the popular interest in
Texas Rangers and affairs of the Rio Grande border to provide scenes
for his best selling, Pulitizer.Prize-winning novel, Lonesome Dove.! Numerous scholars recently have also seized upon the border scene as an
object of interest and inquiry producing a flow of new works including
Revolution on the Border, 191O~920 by Linda B. Hall and Don Coerver. 2
This flurry of scholarly interest in the U.s.-Mexican border area is
a phenomena, by and large, of the last decade, with works like that
of Hall and Coerver exhibiting a growing maturity in borderland studies. As recently as the late seventies, scholars such as Raul Fernandez
complained so little had been done on the area that he could find only
William Gibbs is professor of history at New Mexico Military Institute. He is especially interested in the relationship of race and ethnicity to foreign policy.
1. Larry McMurtry, Lonesome Dove (Simon and Schuster, 1985), 106-37.
2. Linda B. Hall, Don M. Coerver, Revolution on the Border: The United States and
Mexico, 1910-1920 (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1988).
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Revolution on the Border: The United States and Mexico 1910-1920. By Linda B.
Hall and Don M. Coerver. (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press,
1988. xii + 205 pp. illustrations, maps, table, notes, bibliography, index. $35.00.)
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one bibliography of border materials. 3 Oscar Martinez, one of the most
active scholars in border· studies, pointed out another shortcoming in
border historiography. He noted that there had been few significant
contributions toward developing more generalized treatments of border affairs, especially during the Mexican Revolution. 4 The emergence
of efforts at synthesis might be considered a sign of increasing maturity
in a particular scholarship. Recent efforts employing what Isaiah Berlin
identified as the "hedgehog" approach to historical analysis,S while
even in monograph form, do suggest just such a development in borderland historiography.
In its infancy as a historical subject, scholars considered the border
peripheral to the study of the region. This was especially true of those
attempts to establish the diplomatic relationship between the two countries. Fred J. Rippy and James Morton Callahan devoted a few chapters,
derived primarily from U.s. diplomatic correspondence, to tracing the
influence of border conflicts on the troubled relationship." Alberto Maria
Carreno and Luis G. Zorrilla likewise considered the border in their
diplomatic studies. 7 Other scholars such as Robert D. Gregg and Clarence C. Clendenen did devote their attention directly to the border.
The former looked at the promotion and protection of United States "
commerce and investments. The latter made use of various private
papers and military correspondence to prove that Pershing's Punitive
Expedition was not in fact a failure as had previously been maintained.
Neither Gregg nor Clendenen, hpwever, used Mexican sources.-Many,
neve~theless, continue tocite Clendenen's work despite the shortcom3. Raul A. Fernandez, United States-Mexican Border: A Political-Economic Profile (Notre
Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1977), 150. Certainly, Charles C. Cumberland's
"The United States-Mexican Border: A Select Guide to the Literature of the Region,"
Rural Sociology. 25 (June 1960), 1-236, provides the most complete collection of earlier
materials.
4. Oscar J. Martinez, Fragments of the Mexican Revolutitm: Personal Accounts from the
Border (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1983), 9n.
,
5. Isaiah Berlin, The Hedgehog and the Fox: An essay on Tolstoy's view of history (New
. York: Simon & Schuster, n.d.).
.
6. J.. Fred Rippy, The United States and Mexico (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1926);
James Morton Callahan, American Foreign Policy in Mexican Relations (New York: Macmillan, 1932). For Rippy, see chapters 4, 5, 9, 11, 16, 17. For Callahan, see chapters 10,
11, 14.
7. Alberto Maria Carreno, La diplomacia extraordinaria entre Mexico y Estados Unidos
1789-1947 (2 vols., Mexico City: Editorial Jus, 1961); Luis G. ZorriIla, Historia de las
Relaciones entre Mexico y los Estados Unidos de America 1800-1958 (2 vols., Mexico City:
Editorial Porrua, 1965-66). For Carreno, see vol. II, chapters 14,15,16. For ZorriIla, see
volume I, first part, chapters 13, 14, 16, 17; second part, chapters 3, 4, 6; volume II,
third part, chapters 2, 3.
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ing. 8 Studies of diplomatic relations during the Mexican Revolution
did devote more attention to border affairs. Works such as those by P.
Edward Haley, Revolution and Intervention: The Diplomacy of Taft and
Wilson, 1910-1917, and Mark Gilderhus, Diplomacy and Revolution: U.S.Mexican Relations Under Wilson and Carranza, by necessity gave greater
consideration to the border, but again in a larger context-the Mexican
Revolution and diplomatic relationships.9
Much of the historical work relating to the revolution on the border
might be classified as relative: restricted to a particular time or place,
or tied to a particular personality. At the very least, an international
border presents social, cultural, economic, political (local, state, regional, national), as well as diplomatic questions for consideration.
Sources of information can be found not only in such places as El Paso,
Austin, and Washington, D.C. but also Juarez, Chihuahua City, and
Mexico City, D.E The language problem is miniscule compared to the
complexity and confusion of certain archival systems. Therefore, specialized inquiries devoted to a limited place, time, or individual should
be expected. The following provide a few good examples of relativist
nature of historical work pertaining to the revolution: Francisco R.
Almada, La Revolucion en el estado de Chihuahua; Charles C. Cumberland,
Mexican Revolution: The Constitutionalist Years; Aguilar Camin, La frontera
nomada: Sonora y las Revoluci6n Mexicana; Linda B. Hall, Alvaro Obreg6n:
Power and Revolution in Mexico 1911-1920; Michael Meyer, Mexican Rebel:
Pascual Orozco and the Mexican Revolution, 1910-1915. 10 Borderland studies quite understandably tended to be directed at specific parts rather
than the whole. This could be considered typical of scholarly inquiry
8. Robert D. Gregg, The Influence of Border Troubles on Relations Between the United
States and Mexico 1876-1910 (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Press, 1937); Clarence C. Clendenen, Blood on the Border: The United States Army and the Mexican Irregulars (New York:
Macmillan, 1969). Also see Clarence C. Clendenen, United States and Pancho Villa: A Study
in Unconventional Diplomacy (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1961).
9.P. Edward Haley, Revolution and Intervention: The Diplomacy of Taft and Wilson with
Mexico, 1910-1917 (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1970); Mark T. Gilderhus, Diplomacy and Revolution: U.S.-Mexican Relations Under Wilson and Carranza (Tucson: University of Arizona
Press, 1977).
10. Francisco R. Almada, LA Revolucion en el estado de Chihuahua (2 vols., Mexico:
Instituto Nacional de Estudios Historicos de la Revolucion Mexicana, 1964); Charles C.
Cumberland, Mexican Revolution: The Constitutionalist Years (Austin: University of Texas
Press, 1972); Aguilar Camin, LA frontera nomada: Sonora y las Revolucion Mexicana (Mexico:
D.E: SigloVeintiuno, 1977); Linda B. Hall, Alvaro Obregon: Power and Revolution in Mexico,
1911-20 (College Station: Texas A&M Press, 1981); Michael C. Meyer, Mexican Rebel:
Pascual Orozco and the Mexican Revolution, 1910-1915 (Lincoln: University of Nebraska
Press, 1972).
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into a topic during what might be characterized the adolescent stage
of historiographical development. .
.
Questions relating to immigration, drugs, and joint economic growth
make the border an object, of late, of intense international interest and
scholarly inquiry. As Alan Weisman so aptly put it, "Once the border
was a culturally contaminated strip that academics leapfrogged on their
way south to study the authentic and exotic. Now colleges regard the
clash and blend of disparate civilizations as the stuff that dissertations
are made of.."11 This burst of interest has accelerated research and publication. This is particularly true in the social sciences. Institutes like
the University of Texas at El Paso (UTEP) Center for Border Studies are
being joined by Mexican counterparts such as the Centro de Estudios
Fronterizo del Norte de Mexico at Tijuana. Reflecting greater maturity
in research and writing in this area, bibliographies, once perceived as
sadly lacking, now are appearing on the scene. BorderLine: A Bibliography
of United States-Mexican Borderlands edited by Barbara Valk and A Border
Finder compiled and .edited by Cesar Cabellero are a couple of note. 12
Amidst this tremendous growth of sociological, psychological, and
economic analysis of border conditions, two historical investigations
have emerged that seek to provide background for the problems plaguing the border region. Both also exhibit the greater maturity in borderland historical scholarship. Both have attempted to deal with the
border a bit differently: they hav~ sought to step back and with some
detachment construct through synthesis a big picture of the experience.
Both have written more generalized accounts of change on the border.
This presumes a substantial amount of specialized publication, and it
is in their efforts to pull these together to convey a general understanding that Oscar Martinez' Troublesome Border 13 and Linda B. Hall. and
Don Coerver's Revolution on the Border make the most noteworthy contribution.
Two earlier books that took a more general, "macroscopic" historical look at the border were by necessity highly interpretive pieces.
Both Frontier on the Rio Grande by John W. House and The U.S.-Mexican
Border: A Political-Economic Profile by Raul Fernandez forced the histor11. Alan Weisman, La Frontera: The United States Border with Mexico (New York:
Harcourt Brace, 1986),86.
12. Barbara Valk, BorderLine: A Bibliography of the United States-Mexican Borderlands
(Los Angeles: UCLA Latin America Center Publications, 1988); Cesar Caballero, camp.,
The Border Finder: A Border Series Bibliography (El Paso: The University of Texas, El Paso
Press, 1987).
13. Oscar J. Martinez, Troublesome Border (Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 1988).
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ical information into fixed social science methodological molds. 14 In the
case of the former, House used the historical data to develop a geopolitical study. Using what he called an operational model in applied
technology within a spatial habitat, he plotted the process of economic
and social change. Fernandez imposed a highly ideological economic
interpretation on the process of historical change to trace the "inevitable" operation of neocolonial exploitation along the border. 15
Martinez' recent work grows quite logically out of the earlier empirical studies, because he leans rather heavily upon social science data
ahd analysis. This is not surprising for although Martinez is trained as
a historian, he is most active in the UTEP Center for Border Studies
and is in the forefront of the development of borderland research. Like
House and Fernandez, Martinez makes no claim to making a complete
analysis. Revealing the historiographical maturity of the discipline,
Martinez makes heavy use of Mexican as well as U.S. secondary sources
to interpret topically b<;>rder history with the intention of tracing the
background of problems that confront border society today. After having defined the border from various perspectives, United States, Mexican, other world, Martinez reconstructs narratively the delimination
of the border and the primary contentious issues of the nineteenth
century. Still working within a historical context, he follows this with
a highly interpretative psychological and economical analysis of twentieth-century border conditions. Finally, to meet these problems, Martinez prescribes a recognition of "overlapping territoriality" and an
acceptance of the "doctrtne of mutual necessity."16
Like Martinez, Hall and Coerver make no claims to presenting a
comprehensive consideration, yet both provide a balanced look at the
border. While less of a synthesis than Troublesome Border, Revolution on
the Border does furnish a number of interpretive insights into the border
turmoil during its most tumultuous and widely studied era.
A logical extension of their earlier collaborative effort, Texas and
the Mexican Revolution,l? Hall and Coerver seek to examine the social
and economic effects of the revolution within the political and military
context of the frontier region. They argue that these social and economic
changes form the bases of contemporary United States-Mexican rela14. Fernandez, United States-Mexican Border.
15. John W. House, Frontier on the Rio Grande: A Political Geography of Development
and Social Deprivation (Oxford: C1arenden Press, 1982).
16. Martinez, Troublesome Border, 145.
17. Linda B. Hall and Don M. Coerver, Texas and the Mexican Revolution: A Study in
State and National Policy 1910-1920 (San Antonio: Trinity University Press, 1984).
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tions. As the authors note, the border is a "carrier of change between
the two nations"; therefore, the interaction of border and revolution
could hardly be expected to be confined to a particular locality or region
but would impact both on the relationship of the region to the nation
at large and the relationship between nations. 18
The complexity of the border dynamics especially during a revolutionary decade mandates a topical organization. In the initial chapters, Hall and Coerver consider the political and military conditions in
the border zone. Building upon an excellent introductory chapter that
traces the root system of revolution through the Porfirato, the authors
direct attention to the growing economic dependency rather than border depradations as the primary cause of the 1910 conflagration. They
then swing from the -political and diplomatic consequences of revolution on the Texas frontier to a similar analysis of affairs along the
Arizona border line. While these border confrontations were not without their political similarities, as with the useof their respective Ranger
units, Hall and Coerver direct attention to the pacifying effect of the
"symbiotic relationship" that operated between Sonora and Arizona.
In similar fashion, the authors swing from Woodrow Wilson's repu- ,diation at Vera Cruz of William Howard Taft's "patient nonintervention" west to Pershing's Punitive Expedition in Chihuahua.
The political environment, presented in pendulum-like fashion,
provides the background for the examination of economic and social
changes of the dynamic decade. Working again from a number, of earlier
collaborative efforts, the authors sketched these economic and social
changes. Although they had to stretch the border as far north as Oklahoma and south as Vera Cruz, Hall and Coerver trace oil development
in Mexico to' the activities of such university trained,oil entrepreneurs
as Everette DeGolyer, William F. Buckley, Sr., Sam L. Kone as well as
fellow "Southwesterner" Edward L. Doheny. In contrast to the oil boom
which served to finance both the revolution and its future institutionalization, the mining industry already on the wane never would recover. Even though trade between the countries actually increased
during the war, the authors demonstrate through the effective use of
the Reports of the Commissioner General of Immigration that the social
dislocation caused by the war spurred large numbers to migrate north
to refuge across the border. Hall and Coerver further contend that this
flood tide established in the United States a foundation for a continuing
flow of refugees northward. They also maintain that the reception they
18. Ibid., 3-6.
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Linda Hall is professor of history in the University of New Mexico, and Don
M. Coerver is professor of history in Texas, Christian University. Both have
published extensively on Mexico during the Revolution.

received with its various legal proscriptions defined for future generations of immigrants the nature of their welcome.
In their wide use of the extensive literature of the border as well
as the revolution, the authors help make the case for the increasing
maturity of border studies research. Their contention that the border/
revolution dynamic significantly helped shape the relationship of the
United States and Mexico relative to migration, oil, economic interdependence, and ethnic disdain, moreover, is appreciably strengthened through their use of additional primary sources including impressive
amounts of statistics. Some of these include materials from the Archives
of the State of Sonora, the documents of the Military Intelligence Division, and oral history materials of the Trinity Border Studies Project.
The movement of the revolution west with the consideration of the
Arizona-Sonora connection also contributed significantly to a balanced
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understanding. It focuses attention on a less well understood region
and offers in this single volume an opportunity to compare'the different
dimensions of the border conflict. As with their work on Texas and the
revolution, Hall and Coerver should be commended for their explanation of conflict, confusion, and controversy operating within the
federal system of overlapping authority.
The work does have some shortcomings that should be considered.
First, it occasionally reads like a book of essays rather than an integrated
w9rk. Certainly, a topical approach can endure this, but the account
would be strengthened through· more cross-referencing or, in other
words,' through establishing more horizontal connections between the
topical themes. In one instance when this is done, however, it does
indicate that the authors are apparently not in total agreement as to
the role of Venustiano Carranza in the operation of the Plan of San
Diego. For example, in the second chapter the text states that "it seems
likely that at least some of the raids were supported by Constitutionalist
First Chief Venustiano Caminza."19 Whereas in chapter five it states
"Carranza went so far as to launch raids into Texas under the Plan of
San Diego.... "20 Second, it is unfortunate the ~ork does not offer .:',:
more interpretive comment. There are numerous questions, possibly
of a controversial nature, that need some mention. Just what role did
the Texas Rangers play in the reprisals subsequent to the Plan of San
Diego hysteria? It is surprising that this book has more discussion of
the Arizona than the Texas Rangers. Should "Cap" Mossman be given
more consideration than real life successors of McMurtry's Gus McCrae
and Woodrow Call? What factors operated to influence Pancho Villa's
decision to attack Columbus, New Mexico? Does not Friedrich Katz'
argument that the incident was motivated by more than a mere power
struggle between two caudillos at least merit a mention?21 Does a simple
narrative account of Pershing's.departure from Mexico offer sufficient
insight into the import of the Punitive Expedition? Maybe these are
simply due to the constraints of the monograph form.
Since Professors Hall and Coerver have indicated they intend to
develop in a future work the greater ramifications of the Punitive Expedition, we might expect an answer to the last question. Both authors
19. Ibid., 23.
20. Ibid., 58.
21. Friedrich Katz, The Secret War in Mexico: Europe, the United States and the Mexican
Revolution (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1981),260-65,303-7; "Pancho Villa and
the Attack on Columbus, New Mexico," American Historical Review, 83 (February 1978),
101-30.
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are established historians and refined craftsmen who are thoroughly
familiar with the ever-growing literature in the field. Their work contributes to the increasing sophistication of border historiography. Borderland scholars, now recognized and with their own organization, as
well as Larry McMurtry, should look forward to continued fruitful
collaboration, for Hall and Coerver's work offers valuable insight into
a dynamic region, "a carrier of change."

